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Les miroirs profonds, La splendeur orientale, Tout y parlerait A Paine en secret Sa douce langue natale.
-Baudelaire
Meeting a Zen master on the road Face him neither with words nor silence.
-Ekai (from The Gateless Gate)
Susan Sontag describes serious thought of our time as caught between two forms of sensibility: a feeling of homelessness on the one hand, and on the other, an irresistible attraction to the exotic. These two tendencies, apparently opposed, are in fact mutually reinforcing. The search for identity and selfhood takes the form of a frantic quest for an inscrutable Other; we try to cure our «spiritual nausea» with a regimen of constant movement from place to place. Anthropologists, Sontag claims, have developed a special perspective which allows them to exploit, even institutionalize their own intellectual and physical uprootedness. For them, a vocation as outsider is transformed into a «technique de depaysement.»* Consequently, the anthropologist is one of our few remaining heroic figures.' Travel, it Disinheritance: a (paren(t)hesis) Describing one's profession as a quest for «disinherited» landscapes is not without importance at the level of the literal. Voyage images attest to the pains Barthes takes to avoid being trapped in a discourse. The roles of professor and author are compromising ones for an anti-logocentric semiologist: to be on stage in an authoritarian or-authorial way is to arrest the productive circulation of signifiers. In contrast to the fixated position of authority is an intimate image of erasure of frames, discursive origin, the symbolic order, and the father.
An episode in Barthes par Barthes takes place in a grammar school classroom, where an elderly teacher solemnly inscribes on the board the names of pupils' relatives «fallen on the field of honor.» Among the students, young Roland is alone in having lost a father. His discomfort at being thus thrust into the spotlight is relieved by the end of the session, however, when the names are erased and the blackboard is bare once again. At this, an unexpected point of humor:
Yet when the blackboard was erased, nothing remained of this loudly proclaimed bereavement-except, in real life, which is always silent, the figure of a home without social anchoring: no father to kill, no family to hate, no milieu to reject: grand oedipal frustration.[p. 49) Here, the father's absence is experienced not as a loss, but as a And so the old Biblical myth is turned inside-out, the confusion of languages is no longer a punishment, the subject can experience the thrill of the cohabitation of languages that work side by side: the text of pleasure is a joyful Babel. "
A view such as this of the pure textuality of culture sidesteps more than the problem of semiocracy (the dominance of the «full» sign). It also speaks to the problem of travel and power. In our day, the recit de voyage is a risky enterprise. It is no longer a neutral act for a white man to visit a non-white culture, and it is even less innocent for him to write about it. Edward Said has shown the many discourses-military, diplomatic, missionary as well as literary-that constitute a colonizing stance toward West Asia and North Africa. To describe these societies is to risk «orientalizing» them according to our desires. To represent the Orient is to speak for it, in its place. By denying the subjectivity of the people described, Said argues, colonial discourses reduce them to silence."
The only escape from Said's accusations, apparently-and this is where his book has drawn the most criticism "-is not to say anything at all. For to speak is to risk falling into one of two romantic myths, one of two colonialisms: that of Sameness (foreigners are essentially «like us,» a universal signified packaged in an exotic signifier, in short, the savage as noble) or of pure Otherness (the savage as savage, with the voyage as quest for natural man in a pre-civilized state). It is in the context of this kind of ethnography that we can read l'Empire des signes.
Impossible Paradigm
Barthes called l'Empire des signes a book of «happy mythologies» because, as an outsider, he was able to put out of his field of vision the bourgeois preoccupations of both France and Japan. Industrial Japan, postwar Japan, capitalist Japan are conspicuously absent from his characterization. What he chooses to dwell on are facets of the host culture that give him pleasure, an attitude that makes him more willing to redefine himself than to take an orientalizing posture. A clipping from a Japanese newspaper (p. The book's visual emphasis (color photos, close attention to format, initial publication by the well-known «art house» Skira) helps us see Japanese culture as a play of figure and ground akin to Mallarme's white-on-black stellar alphabet. Two specific perspectives place l'Empire des signes in a poetic relationship to Japan. First, what Barthes calls Japan's «graphic mode of existing» (p. 108) pervades and structures the book: aspects of the culture are seen as forms of writing. The extremely delicate Japanese meal is a gameboard or keyboard to be played rather than consumed; gestures of politeness and the practice of giving insignificant gifts elaborately and beautifully packaged are codes that can be known and recognized from the surface without being deciphered; a request for direction is a pretext for the unfolding of a gamut of nonverbal communications including gestures and sketching of maps, thanks to the layout of Tokyo with its unlabeled streets; Bunraku (puppet theater) deconstructs theological oppositions (inside/outside, animate/inanimate, manifest/hidden) on which the European world-view rests. Each of these is a Text, in which the play of meanings is in full view, the meaning of each kind of interaction being in the play of forms.
This Japan-as-Text metaphor is intricate and clever. It avoids being, itself, a form of representation or exoticism by being doubly self-referential. If the spectacle of Japan is a series of Texts which can be known without being understood, Japan can be transcribed as it writes itself. Scenes to which the viewer is drawn-the meal, the gift package, codes of formality, pachinko, calligraphy-all share an esthetics of gesture. Each of these categories refers to the others, forming an interreferential network exempt from value judgment and hierarchy. By grouping together aspects of culture seen as forms of writing on the basis of their similarity of form, the book shows Japan as a series of mirrors repeating its own structures, referring to itself. Japan represents itself, and thus colonizing discourse can be avoided because, like the gift whose main interest is its wrapping, the metaphor passes from signifier to signifier, from text to text.
Furthermore, the book itself is autoreferential in that it is not A second perspective by which Japan is poetized emerges from Barthes's fascination with the theory and practice of Zen Buddhism. In fact, aspects of Zen correspond remarkably to many of the themes running through all Batthes's writings, so it is not surprising that references to Zen reappear frequently after l'Empire des signes. The extent of this interplay is too vast to survey here. What is most relevant to the subject at hand is the fact that Zen, like Barthes's entire thematics of the voyage, sets up as its goal an escape (or at least a vacation) from discourse. The empire of the «full» sign is one of the things that Barthes and Zen seek to overcome. The practices of Zen (haiku, the koan or meditation paradoxes, the cultivation of tathata or «suchness»") provide ways of thinking about that which is literally unthinkable in European terms: in-significance.
Tathata is the affirmation of things as they are, the freedom and responsibility of things to be concretely autoreferential, without symbolizing or being symbolized. This «suchness» disrupts paradigms by undermining the binarisms on which they are built: cause and effect, self and other, negative and positive, container and contents, and especially language and reality. As one Zen text explains, if one sits in meditation in order to become enlightened, one's efforts will be futile; enlightenment consists of sitting just for the experience ofsitting, and for no other purpose." What Zen offers is a practice of the empty sign; tathata is a zero degree of rhetoric which arrests the semantic projection of the signifier. This state, which Barthes calls «tel» (ES, p. 110; Fragments, pp. 261-4), is that of the infant, «who is content with an empty word to indicate something: Ta, Da, Tat....» (Fragments, p. 262) .
The scriptural practice of tathata is the haiku. Barthes describes these short poems as «strokes» (traits] which, like the brush strokes of the calligrapher, neither define nor describe:
The work of haiku is an exemption from meaning ac- Several factors conspired to keep the article from being understood, not the least of which was its immediate context. Beginning on the first page of the newspaper, most of the text continues on a later page, devoted, as its banner headline announces, to stories of «Voyages of Yesterday and Today.» Barthes's deceptively low-key essay shares the layout with reviews of two newlypublished works: an «imaginary history» reconstructing the fourth century attempt Pytheas of Marseille to find the route followed by Jason's argonauts, and a translation of Henry Adams' Letters from the South Seas (1890-1891). Both books are replete with myths suited to a public avid for depaysement: naked natives, cannibals, exotic flora and fauna, and lost paradises of several varieties. Marked with their prices and number of pages, each review is an advertisement for the imaginary voyage as a commodity.
Next to these gems of exotica, «Alors, la Chine» is like a slap in the face. Although the editorial blurb, like a good circus hawker, precedes the article with a come-on enticing the reader to read Barthes's «first sensations» of China, hot off the press, Barthes There is simply nothing to read, then, except a non-violent refusal to signify, in all domains but the political. There are no semiological adventures, no cultural events, no traces. Only the political stage engenders readable events: outbursts of anger or humor, caricature, poetic discourse, theatricality. Other than this political signification, what Barthes describes is a zero degree of cultural textuality.
Take Only Pictures, Leave Only Footprints
In the end, all the voyages are imaginary. Efforts to find a non-orientalizing point of view are as important as they are difficult, for a non-imperialist discourse has to be imagined by poets before it can be put into practice by governments. China seems to mark a limit of some sort. Barthes's title mimics sarcastically the question asked by many: What about China, after all?
It is fortunately not only the reader/traveler who resists the imperialism of signs, but also the text that tells us there is nothing to be read. But what if the culture that has nothing to say to us is simply the one that best protects itself from intrusion (and China has had plenty of practice)? After all, the ultimate hermeneutic is one that is pretending not to be one. While the visitor contemplates the empty envelope, the letter may be in plain view! «What we returned with (other than political impressions) was: nothing.» Why is the political text in parentheses? We Occidentals are accustomed to deciphering hidden political agendas in texts about other things. If, in China, all signifying activity, all events take place in the political arena, this could be a clue that all textuality-including the landscape, the body, and even the lovers' discourse-is displaced to an obvious political text, but this, paradoxically, is a text we don't yet know how to read.
And in the end, it is as untenable to write about Barthes as it was for him to write about the Orient. If the pleasure of the text is the opposite of interpretation, then the best that can be done is to re-present the pleasure of reading Barthes and, in the process, become aware of the imbricated paradoxes within which we work.
NOTES
The French word depaysement has no satisfactory equivalent in English. Derived from pays, (home)land, it has the negative tone of «homesickness,» or «disorienta-tion,» and the agricultural connotations of «uprootedness.» But it also appears on travel brochures, where it signifies wanderlust and the spiritual refreshment of «get-ting away from it all.» In short, the word points to both the impulses Sontag 
